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TACO CREEK RIPARIAN MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 

To accompany the Safe Harbor Agreement Between 
Robert Mondavi Winery and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

 

PURPOSE: The purpose of this Taco Creek Riparian Management Plan is to restore a 
native riparian forest buffer along an approximately 2-kilometer segment of Taco Creek 
on property leased by the Robert Mondavi Winery from the Santa Margarita Ranch LLC.  
The restoration of native forest buffer along Taco Creek is expected to create habitat 
conditions suitable for the California red-legged frog (Rana aurora draytonii), the least 
Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus), and the Southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax 
traillii extimus).  The creation of those habitat conditions, and the additional bullfrog and 
cowbird control measures described below are expected to contribute to the conservation 
of each of these federally protected species.  This Taco Creek Riparian Management Plan 
is part of a larger conservation plan for the “Phase I” vineyard at Cuesta Ridge developed 
in cooperation with the Templeton office of the Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
and is intended to form the basis for the issuance by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to 
Robert Mondavi Winery of a “safe harbor” permit pursuant to the Service’s Safe Harbor 
Policy.   

DESCRIPTION OF CURRENT CONDITIONS IN TACO CREEK:  A more detailed 
description of current conditions in and along Taco Creek, and a map of the project area 
can be found in a site assessment prepared in July 2001 by Althouse and Meade, Inc.  In 
general, Taco Creek is an ephemeral stream that flows in a generally northeasterly 
direction from the Los Padres National Forest across the far eastern portion of the Santa 
Margarita Ranch before emptying into Rinconada Creek (a perennial stream) in the 
general vicinity of Five-mile Bridge on Pozo Road.  Rinconada Creek discharges into the 
Salinas River less than a mile further downstream. 

Riparian conditions along Taco Creek are severely degraded, a condition that is likely 
due to past grazing practices.  According to the site assessment done by Althouse and 
Meade, Inc., virtually none of the stream channel is shaded, and only about two percent 
of the channel has overhanging willow.  In addition to willows, there are scattered 
cottonwoods and oaks, but over much of its length, the banks and adjacent areas are 
dominated by non-native weeds, particularly yellow starthistle.  As described more fully 
below, approximately 1,500 willow canes were planted in 2000 and 2001 along the lower 
portions of the stream bank and more than 400 oaks were planted above the willows.  
These recently planted trees are currently under three feet tall.   

RESTORATION ACTIVITIES: 

Exclusion of livestock from project area.  To facilitate the restoration effort, Robert 
Mondavi Winery has excluded livestock from the entirety of the Cuesta Ridge Vineyard, 
including the Taco Creek project area, and will continue to do so for the life of the 
project.  Livestock may be used to reduce starthistle when their use will not impede 
restoration of the riparian area or affect the covered species. 
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Tree Planting.  In 2000 and early 2001, approximately 1,500 willow canes, taken from 
on-property sources, were planted on the banks and on the top of the banks of Taco 
Creek.  As of June 2001, about half of these had survived.  In addition, in the same 
general time period, more than 400 oaks, including coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia), 
valley oak (Q. lobata), and blue oak (Q. douglasii) were planted on the flats immediately 
above the banks, with the goal of establishing a forested buffer of approximately 50 feet 
on each side of Taco Creek.  Additional plantings will be done as necessary to replace 
non-surviving trees and to achieve a desired average canopy cover of approximately 60 
percent over the length of the project. 

Control of Exotic Plants.  A concerted effort to control yellow starthistle was initiated 
contemporaneously with the above tree plantings, and will be continued as necessary to 
ensure the success of the native vegetation restoration effort.  Control methods to be used 
include late season mowing (before the setting of seeds), and possibly herbicides and an 
experimental steam treatment.  Beginning in year 2005, surveys will be conducted prior 
to the application of pesticides near California red-legged frogs habitat to determine 
whether the species is present in the area.  If this species is present, application of 
pesticides will not occur within 100 feet of aquatic sites. 

Planting of Other Native Vegetation.  As the density of yellow starthistle is reduced, 
creeping wild rye, collected on Santa Margarita Ranch, will be planted among the 
willows.  Above the banks, a variety of other shrubs and native grasses will be planted 
among the newly planted oaks. These will include some or all of the following:  coffee 
berry, toyon, blue wild rye, and native bunch grasses.   

Enhancement of Pools.  To improve the quality of red-legged frog breeding habitat, 
efforts to deepen existing pools in Taco Creek will be undertaken by placing woody 
debris or other natural material in appropriate locations.  Beginning in year 2005, surveys 
will be conducted prior to work in the streambed to determine whether California red-
legged frogs are present in the area proposed for pool enhancement.  If this species is 
present, work in the streambed will be postponed until individuals have moved out of the 
area. 

Instruction of Vineyard Crews.  To increase the likelihood of success of the riparian 
management effort, Robert Mondavi Vineyards will instruct all personnel working at 
Cuesta Ridge Vineyards to carry out their duties in such a way as to minimize 
disturbance to the riparian habitat and the species that occupy it.  Parking and eating areas 
for vineyard crews will be located in the uplands so as avoid impacts to the riparian area. 

Bullfrog Control.  As native riparian habitat is restored along Taco Creek, habitat much 
more suitable for the California red-legged frog than existing conditions will be created. 
The ability of the California red-legged frog to use this newly restored habitat 
successfully will increase if non-native bullfrogs are not present to compete with it.  
Because Taco Creek is an ephemeral stream, in which the pools typically dry up 
completely by July, bullfrogs are not expected to be able to reproduce successfully in it.  
However, bullfrogs may be able to repeatedly “colonize” Taco Creek from nearby areas 
supporting reproducing bullfrog populations.  To reduce the likelihood and extent of such 
colonization, active bullfrog control measures at nearby sites may be helpful. 
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Several sites on or near Cuesta Ridge Vineyard are known to harbor reproducing bullfrog 
populations.  Two ponds near the Taco Creek headwaters, outside the Cuesta Ridge 
Vineyard boundary, are believed to support bullfrogs.  Within Cuesta Ridge Vineyard, 
another pond located about three-quarters of a mile west of the project area also 
apparently supports bullfrogs, as may a wetland site a short distance to the north of that 
pond.  On the east side of Taco Creek a recently constructed storage reservoir, although 
devoid of any emergent or shoreline vegetation, could conceivably support bullfrogs now 
or in the future. 

Robert Mondavi Winery will conduct bullfrog control, using various methods.  These 
methods include, but are not limited to, draining their breeding ponds, gigging adults, 
collecting individuals and egg masses by hand or with nets, and collecting tadpoles in 
minnow traps.  Draining of the ponds will occur at least 2 weeks after any California red-
legged frogs present have metamorphosed and before the onset of the next breeding 
season; if California red-legged frogs are not present, draining of the ponds could be 
done as early as August.  Such bullfrog control efforts will be initiated after suitable 
habitat for the red-legged frog has been established in and along Taco Creek (expected to 
take about three years).  Such bullfrog control efforts may also be undertaken at the two 
ponds near the Taco Creek headwaters that lie outside the Cuesta Ridge Vineyard if the 
consent of the owner is secured. 

Cowbird Control.  Once suitable nesting habitat for the two listed bird species is 
established along Taco Creek (expected to take about nine years), monitoring will be 
done to determine whether either of those two birds utilizes the restored habitat and 
whether brown-headed cowbirds are present on the property.  If cowbirds are present on 
the enrolled lands, Robert Mondavi will allow cowbird control efforts to be carried out on 
the property by Service-approved persons and will assist such efforts to the best of its 
ability. 

Time Period for Management Activities.  Riparian revegetation and pool enhancement 
efforts are expected to be completed in approximately three years.  Any bullfrog control 
efforts on which the parties agree will be initiated thereafter and continue for not less 
than five years.  If cowbird control efforts are initiated, they will be continued for not less 
than three years.  Instruction of vineyard crews, as described above, will continue for the 
duration of the Safe Harbor Agreement between Robert Mondavi Winery and the Fish 
and Wildlife Service. 

RELATED DOCUMENTS.  For additional background and further details concerning 
many of the matters discussed in this riparian management plan, two related documents 
should be consulted.  They are the June 28, 2001, Site Assessment for California Red-
Legged Frogs prepared by Althouse and Meade, Inc., and the July 24, 2001 Conservation 
Plan for the Cuesta Ridge Vineyard prepared by Margy Lindquist of the Templeton office 
of the Natural Resources Conservation Service. 

 


